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Diversity Dialogues . . .
Managing Conflict*
Raquel J. Gabriel**
Ms. Gabriel discusses conflict within organizations and how it poses a challenge for 
employees from diverse backgrounds. In an organization without awareness of diver-
sity issues or a supervisor who is able to provide support, a new employee may find it 
harder to acclimate. A supervisor’s multicultural awareness increases the likelihood 
of success for new employees and the effective management of the library as a whole.
¶1	In	earlier	columns,	I	have	discussed	definitions	of	diversity,1	how	it	might	be	
recognized	 within	 the	 context	 of	 one’s	 organization	 to	 improve	 diversity	 and	 a	
library’s	value	to	an	institution,2	and	how	librarians	should	explore	the	similarities	
that	 underlie	 our	 profession	 to	 truly	 examine	 diversity.3	 I	 write	 these	 columns	
based	on	a	reflection	of	my	work	in	a	variety	of	libraries	over	the	years	where	I’ve	
had	 a	wide	 range	of	 responsibilities,	 and	 the	privilege	 of	 interacting	with	many	
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	 1.	 Raquel	J.	Gabriel,	Diversity in the Profession,	102	Law Libr. J.	147,	2010	Law Libr. J.	8.
	 2.	 Raquel	J.	Gabriel,	Tying Diversity to Organizational Culture,	102	Law Libr. J.	507,	2010	Law 
Libr. J.	28.
	 3.	 Raquel	J.	Gabriel,	Finding Common Ground,	103	Law Libr. J.	313,	2011	Law Libr. J.	20.
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conflict	was	a	fundamental	lack	of	communication	between	groups	or	individuals,	
















of	management	 in	 challenging	 situations,	whether	 it	 is	with	 employees,	 institu-
tions,	or	expectations.5	Organizational	culture	and	conflict	management	or	conflict	
resolution—or	what	may	simply	be	called	“politics”	in	an	organization—have	been	








to	 assist	 employees.	However	 one	 obtains	 it,	 the	 ability	 to	manage	 conflict	 is,	 I	
firmly	believe,	key	to	increasing	diversity	within	law	libraries	and	the	profession.6
	 4.	 See, e.g.,	Robert	S.	Runyon,	Power and Conflict in Academic Libraries,	3	J. acad. LibrariaNship	
200	(1977)	(discussing	how	recognition	of	organizational	culture	and	the	 idea	of	power	dynamics	
has	implications	for	academic	librarians	who	have	traditionally	not	thought	of	themselves	as	having	
to	deal	with	 conflict	 resolution).	See also	 Jane	McGurn	Kathman	&	Michael	D.	Kathman,	Conflict 
Management in the Academic Library,	16	J. acad. LibrariaNship	145	(1990)	(discussing	how	conflict	
management	 is	normally	not	part	of	 librarianship	 training);	William	Pettas	&	Steven	L.	Gilliland,	









at	 the	 “practicing	 manager”	 that	 deal	 with	 conflict	 management.	 See, e.g.,	 taLuLa cartwright, 
maNagiNg coNFLict with peers	(2003);	JeNNiFer J. deaL & doN w. priNce, deVeLopiNg cuLturaL 
adaptabiLity	(2007);	barbara popeJoy & breNda J. mcmaNigLe, maNagiNg coNFLict with direct 
reports	(2002);	meeNa s. wiLsoN et aL., maNagiNg across cuLtures	(1996).
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¶7	For	those	wondering	how	to	recognize	the	sorts	of	conflict	that	might	be	at	
work	within	a	library,	Joan	Howland	has	written	an	insightful	article,	Challenges of 










































Catherine	S.	Daus,	Challenges of Leading a Diverse Workforce,	acad. mgmt. executiVe,	Aug.	1997,	at	
32	(1997).	Howland,	supra	note	7,	at	n.18.








¶11	 The	 type	 of	 personal	 confidence	 needed	 for	 such	 discussions	 with	 col-
leagues	or	supervisors	may	be	more	difficult	for	those	with	diverse	backgrounds.	
Someone	from	a	different	culture	with	different	models	of	communication	may	be	
uncomfortable	 approaching	 a	 supervisor	 with	 a	 question	 about	 organizational	
politics,	believing	it	reflects	poorly	on	her	professionalism	to	ask	how	to	commu-







new	 employee.	 Otherwise	 the	 employee	 might	 quickly	 feel	 isolated	 or	 hesitant	
about	voicing	her	ideas	or	opinions	for	fear	of	saying	the	wrong	thing.
¶13	Even	if	 there	is	someone	willing	to	act	as	an	unofficial	mentor,	the	new-










work	 to	 influence	hiring	committees	and	prevent	organizations	 from	employing	
any	additional	members	from	a	specific	background	or	culture.
¶14	It	 is	 the	hesitation	to	hire	additional	employees	who	belong	to	a	specific	









backgrounds	 acclimate	 to	 the	 organization.	 Ideally,	 the	manager	 not	 only	 helps	
new	employees	understand	the	power	dynamics	within	the	library,	but	is	especially	
aware	of	 the	different	 communication	 styles	 that	may	be	present	 in	a	particular	









































an	 increasingly	 diverse	workforce,	 and	 poor	management	 effectively	 hinders	 the	
likelihood	that	culturally	diverse	candidates	will	be	attracted	to	the	profession.	Like	
other	 professionals,	 law	 librarians	 should	 look	 to	 an	 awareness	 of	multicultural	
issues	 to	help	 increase	 the	ways	 in	which	 they	can	better	manage	conflict	within	
their	 organizations.	 By	 doing	 so,	 they	 increase	 the	 ability	 of	 the	 profession	 as	 a	
whole	to	appeal	to	a	diverse	group	of	individuals	who	can	only	enrich	the	field	with	
their	experiences,	and	who	reflect	the	larger	world.
